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Birth, Life and Death in Loudounôs Free Black and Enslaved Population 1853-1865 

What was life like for free or enslaved blacks in Loudoun County in the 1850s?  What were 

their chances of surviving to adulthood (age 21), and if they did, what was their quality of life?  

Since the formation of Loudoun County in 1757, the court has maintained wills, deeds, 

criminal, chancery, and other court records with the exception of birth and death records (vital 

records). With the addition of vital records in 1853, for the first time one could follow 

Loudounôs free and enslaved population from the cradle to the grave.  By using the countyôs 

court records, historians can construct a narrative, from a legal and court perspective, of how 

Free Blacks and slaves lived in Loudoun County.   

The following exhibit is a small overview using a variety of court records to answer the 

questions above.  Throughout the exhibit, links are provided to websites with historical 

information and indexes to Loudounôs historic court records.   

Loudounôs Chancery Records 1757-1912 

https://www.loudoun.gov/index.aspx?nid=3423
https://www.loudoun.gov/index.aspx?NID=2165
http://www.lva.virginia.gov/chancery/
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War, Politics and Compromise Raises a Dark Cloud over Loudoun  

Loudoun was a microcosm of the national debate over slavery in the United States. Nationally, 

the issue was oriented north vs. south, but in Loudoun it was east vs. west (Western Loudoun 

made up the majority of the countyôs population which opposed slavery).  Loudounôs slave 

population by the 1850s was almost a quarter of the countyôs population.  From the countyôs 

beginnings in 1757, Loudounôs large Quaker population actively participated in all aspects of 

the anti-slavery movement, especially the Underground Railroad.  From the 1820s-1840s, a 

group of Loudoun citizens supported and helped finance the colonialization movement to 

resettle slaves back to Africa.   By the 1850s, colonialization had failed as stories came back to 

America of the horrible living conditions and a lack of acceptance from the native population. 

Events on the national stage, however, dealt a serious blow to the above movements in Loudoun 

and the rest of the United States.  

On the national level, tensions between slave and Free states increased dramatically after 

Americaôs victory in the Mexican American War (1845-1848). New territories acquired during 

the war presented a problem with policies regarding the entry of new free and slave states into 

the Union.  The passage of a series of acts, The Compromise of 1850, Fugitive Slave Act, and 

Kansas Nebraska Act 1854, were considered by many congressional leaders, as well as the 

president, as a solution to the entry of new free and slave states.  Instead, the new acts quickly 

produced a bloody conflict in Kansas between pro and anti-slavery forces.  In 1859 John 

Brownôs raid at Harpers Ferry, VA (West Virginia after 1864) brought the conflict from Kansas 

to the borders of Loudoun County.    

 

 

 

http://www.waterfordhistory.org/history/waterford-news.htm
http://www.waterfordhistory.org/history/waterford-origins.htm
http://www.loudounhistory.org/history/underground-railroad.htm
http://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Loudoun_County_Anti-Slave_Resolution_December_30_1831
http://www.vcdh.virginia.edu/liberia/index.php?page=Resources&section=Timeline
http://www.britannica.com/event/Mexican-American-War
https://www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/ourdocs/Compromise1850.html
https://memory.loc.gov/ammem/aaohtml/exhibit/aopart3b.html
https://www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/ourdocs/kansas.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part4/4p2952.html
http://www.nps.gov/hafe/learn/historyculture/jbr.htm
http://www.nps.gov/hafe/learn/historyculture/jbr.htm
http://www.wvculture.org/history/statehood/statehood.html
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Register of Births No.1 1853-1859 & No.2 1864-1866 

Prior to 1853, birth and death records (vital records) were not required by law in Virginia. 

(Massachusetts was the first state in 1852 to require all births and deaths to be recorded)  

Beginning in April 1853, the Virginia Assembly ordered that all county courts were to maintain 

a register of vital records on itsô free and enslaved population.  Before 1853, family bibles, 

letters, diaries, and church records were the sources for information on birth and deaths.   

 

Free Blacks-276 

Female-147  

Male-129 

 

Slaves-1,275 

Females-747 

Males-799 

 

White-3,199 

Female-1,568 

Males-1,631 

 
Register of Births NO.1 1853-1859  

Historic Records and Deed Research Division  

Clerk of the Circuit Court  

https://www.loudoun.gov/index.aspx?NID=2181
http://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/guides/rn2_vitalstats.htm
http://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/guides/rn2_vitalstats.htm
https://www.loudoun.gov/index.aspx?NID=2181
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Washingtonian Newspaper, Leesburg, Loudoun County No.21, December 5, 1856  

This advertisement is for a sale of slaves at the court house on December 30, 1856.  

ñéon the 30th day of this month, in front of the Court House in Leesburg, at 12 oôclock of that 

day, several Women and Children and 1 young man, and among the Women are those of first-

rate character for Servants for House purposes.ò 

 

 
 
Court Misc. Papers-Newspaper 

https://books.google.com/books?id=qZOvYiG4XwoC&pg=PT218&lpg=PT218&dq=slave+sales+in+loudoun&source=bl&ots=90l33rO3cV&sig=lPszmSuJC5puCWKR5YWce3-kypg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi8r4mK99bKAhUGaz4KHTm5CU8Q6AEIMTAF#v=onepage&q=slave%20sales%20in%20loudoun&f=false
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Commonwealth vs. Jonathan P. Smart, Allowing his slave to run at large, 1855 

Jonathan P. Smart was fined $10 for allowing his slave, Charles, to run at large and for trading 

as a ñfree negroò without Mr. Smartôs permission.   Smart was fined $10 by the court. 

 
Criminal Papers-1855-18 

 

https://www.loudoun.gov/index.aspx?nid=2183
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Advising slaves to run away, 1855 

Jonathan, a slave of Robert Ish, was charged with ñéfeloniously aid[ing]  and advise[ing]  

Lewis, a slave, the property of Peter Skinneré.to abscond from their ownerò from the county.   

Jonathon was sentenced to 39 lashes. 

 
Slave Papers-1855-05 

 


